
had grown light and the ground 
was too sour for even cactus 
plants to grow, but Alicia carefully 
unscrewed the cap and took a sip 
anyway. It barely wet her mouth. 

There were just miles and miles 
of rocky desert, her, and the soon-
to-be-dead thing in the distance, 
with the birds beginning to circle 
lower.

Heavy, well-worn boots 
sprayed pebbles and dust as 
she trudged on, the slithering 
of displaced particles under the 
treads trailing in her wake. Too 
well-worn. They were second-
hand and too big, laced up tight to 
compensate. Every time she took 
a step, she kicked out as much 
sand as came in to scrape between 
her toes. Her head pounded in 
time with her footsteps, in time  
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The sun bore down on the flat 
plains of coarse sand, the harsh 
light crashing and scattering on 
thousands of grains, refracting 
off the grit of shattered mirrors. 
Alicia shielded her eyes from it 
and walked quickly, retracing her 
steps. She was running out of time. 
Above, a mob of crows wheeled 
in the distance, some unfortunate 
creature’s last moments attended 
by the awaiting murder. 

Her mouth felt dry, tongue 
swollen and lolling from the 
dusty cavern of her mouth, lips 
flayed with the heat and the 
sand whipped around by wind. 
Cracked as the terrain, they were 
thick and tough, soft skin long 
weathered away. Black spots ate 
holes in her vision. The canteen 
she’d filled earlier that morning 



with her thoughts. Keep calm, keep 
moving. Get help. Don’t panic. 
Almost there now. 

She checked her phone again, 
probably for the fifth time in seven 
minutes. Still no signal, but the timer 
she’d set told her she’d made good 
time so far. 

Beyond the canyon would be the 
edge of the fence, the property line, 
and from there it would only be a 
few more minutes until she reached 
the house where she could call 
someone. Alicia was twenty-three, 
dammit; she could do it. She’d grown 
up out here, spent her summers in 
the unbearable heat with the curse 
of sand everywhere, lasted through 

lecture after lecture about what to 
do if she got into trouble playing 
outside. 

The air swam with mirage 
distortions, shimmering and 
deceptive. How far away were the 
walls of the canyon? The sun, high 
overhead, seemed to know she was 
in a hurry. Obligingly, it reversed 
its path through the sky and began 
sliding backwards, giving her more 
time.

Under the ever-watching, eternal 
sun, Alicia continued on. 

* * *
She remembered the hiss. Her eyes 

snapped open, a rush of adrenaline 
burning through her veins. She lay 

on her back, staring straight up into 
the sky, where the sun stared fuzzily 
back at her. Fumbling, Alicia reached 
down to swipe shaking fingers over 
her right leg. Raising them to her 
face, they were wet with blood and 
the water she’d trickled out of the 
canteen to try and clean the puncture 
wounds. The canteen lay on its side 
in the dirt where she’d dropped it, 
empty, cap gone. She patted herself 
down for her phone, but there was 
no timer set to keep track of how long 
it had been since she’d been bitten, 
and she soon dropped her phone as 
well, fingers clumsy and numb. The 
warning hiss had come too late and 
the blur of motion in the corner of 

her sight had everything to do with 
the way the edges of her vision were 
steadily eroding away, like the huge 
boulders and cliffs that had yet to 
break down into tiny stones. 

The sun wasn’t blinding in its 
brightness anymore. It darkened, 
blotting out everything else, 
getting closer and bigger with each 
passing second. Alicia blinked 
slowly, her head spinning. The sun 
kept expanding, blowing up until 
everything else was swallowed up 
by it, devoured in the shifting mass 
contained within. Alicia was lost in 
it, and her eyes closed in the face of 
all that darkness.

The crows descended. u
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